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ABSTRACT 
The present study takes an exploratory look at how choral repetition of targeted backchanneling 
phrases affected learner production in spontaneous discussion. Choral repetition as a pedagogical 
technique is used sparingly in communicative language teaching (CLT) classrooms but may still 
have a role, as backchanneling has been identified as a discourse level skill deficiency among 
native Japanese speaking ESL learners. The (Rikkyo English Discussion) RED Corpus of learner-
learner English discussions was used to assess the quantity, quality and diversity of 
backchanneling production. The experimental group, which did the choral repetition, generally 
produced a larger quantity of backchannel tokens with the exception of one anomalous point. The 
quality of backchannels was evaluated by looking at production across four targeted functional 
categories with the experimental group showing minimal to insignificant gains. The variety of 
back channels showed a clearly larger range of types for the control group. 
 
INTRODUCTION 
As an ESL instructor in a CLT based Japanese university classroom, facilitating students towards 
discourse-level communicative goals presents many unique challenges. Foremost, it appears that 
the compulsory education of the target learners has trained them as if they are linguists, studying 
about language, rather than as language users. Because Japanese ESL learners’ formal education 
has primarily been test-driven (Meyer, 2011), they tend to focus on formal accuracy (Makarova, 
2004) and have had few opportunities to practice oral production and build communicative 
competence (Neustupny and Tanaka, 2004). The net effect is that attempts at extended discussions 
can be marred by extended periods of silence, little negotiation of meaning, and lack of 
participation. In short, there is a general lack of willingness to communicate (WTC) and risk-
taking in production as students are acutely aware of their shortcomings (Yashima, 2002; 
Makarova, 2004). As a means of facilitating group discourse, learners can benefit from exposure 
to backchanneling skills. An increase in backchanneling competence should build learner self-
confidence as a Motivational Propensity (MacIntyre et al., 1998) as they experiment with 
navigating through discourse in English. Also, an increase in backchanneling production should 
foster Intergroup Climate (MacIntyre et al., 1998) as speakers feel more comfortable knowing 
their utterances are being received and reacted to by other members of the group. The aim of the 
current paper is to assess the efficacy of a specific pedagogical intervention aimed at facilitating 
backchanneling as a discourse level communication skill.   
 
Why Backchanneling? 
Primarily, backchanneling is a universal feature of discourse (Goffman, 1974). It is of high 
importance for native Japanese speakers learning to communicate in English because it is done 
differently in English and Japanese. Most notably, backchanneling is more frequent in Japanese in 
terms of quantity but utilizes less variety (Cutrone, 2010). Japanese discourse tends to rely heavily 
on continuer tokens (O’Keefe & Adolphs, 2008) and use relatively few negative convergence 
tokens and negative information receipt rokens, as these speech acts might be considered face 
challenging. Promoting an awareness of the acceptability of these speech acts in English will help 
learners understand the procedural “how” English is used and increase understanding of native 
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speakers’ intent. Cutrone (2010) took an in-depth look at native Japanese speaking EFL (JEFL) 
learners’ backchanneling behavior and concluded, “It stands to reason the JEFL learners would 
benefit from trying use a more diverse repertoire of back channels” (p. 29). Additionally,  as an 
example of a lexical difference in backchanneling, a basic continuing backchannel in English is 
manifested in multiple different forms such as “yeah, ok, I see, right, sure,” etc…) whereas the 
most frequent  Japanese continuer is “ん。。。”.  Furthermore, backchanneling serves multiple 
discursive functions (Maynard, 1997; Duncan & Neiderhe, 1974; O’Keefe & Adolph, 2008) and 
the target learners in this study appear to be unfamiliar with the various pragmatic inter-cultural 
differences (Cutrone, 2005). For example, instances of students using continuers (Goffman, 1974) 
in situations when they don’t understand or disagree are easily observable. Cutrone (2010) makes 
a solid case for how inappropriate back channeling can lead to communication breakdown and 
even negative perceptions of a speaker who is misusing backchannels.   
 In theory, a pedagogical intervention that focuses on facilitating backchannels could have 
multiple principled benefits for both the learners and the instructor.  First, learners may become 
aware of some of the intercultural pragmatic differences concerning how language is used. For 
instance, based on classroom observations during this study, there appears to be some negative L1 
transfer expressed in hesitancy to use understanding backchannels such as “I don’t understand” 
since it may be perceived as face threatening. An increased awareness of the acceptability of 
backchannels that perform an understanding function could lead to more instances of negotiating 
meaning during discourse and increased meaningful use of language.  Second, asking the learner 
to focus on backchannel use forces the listener to attend to meaning when others are speaking 
(Clark & Krych, 2004) thereby improving receptive skills.   Additionally, backchannels may be 
perceived by the learners as having high surrender value (Edwards, 2000).  In other words, 
backchannels have a practical use, can be put in to practice immediately, and are viewed as 
authentic learning. From an instructor’s perspective, increased use of backchannels should 
promote WTC among the group and increase production through listeners keeping the speaker 
informed about their current state of understanding (Clark & Krych, 2004) and build the layers of 
WTC variables that lead to production such as Intergroup Climate and State of Communicative 
Self-Confidence.     
 
How to Facilitate Backchanneling? 
Rote choral repetition is a nonintrusive means of incorporating a backchanneling focus into the 
pre-existing curriculum. A similar study was undertaken by Ohashi (2014) examining 
backchanneling behavior in the same context in the same program. While rote repetition has fallen 
out of favor with many modern CLT practitioners, a solid argument can be made for its place in a 
contemporary communicative classroom (Opitz, 2015). Predominantly, theoretical support for 
rote choral repetition comes from the cognitive SLA principle of automaticity, producing forms in 
a rapid and fluent manner. Rote repetition lightens the cognitive load on the learner by separating 
declarative and procedural knowledge (Peters, 2014; Thornbury, 2012).   Gatbonton and 
Segalowitz (1988) work from this principle when they advocate “automatizing certain aspects of 
performance in order to free up attentional resources” (p. 475). 
 The goal of the choral repetition in this study is to allow students to sort out their 
declarative knowledge of the backchanneling forms (collocation, pronunciation, prosody, and 
meaning) before they are expected to execute procedurally (backchanneling appropriately during 
discourse). Another secondary benefit is that since many JEFL learners lack confidence in their 
pronunciation ability, choral repetition in a group provides a safe forum for practice in vocalizing. 
Moreover, because the activity needed to foster the existing curriculum without being too time 
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consuming, the activity needed to be short and contribute in some way to the desired learning 
outcomes of the program. Choral repetition is minimally intrusive as it is not time consuming, and 
backchanneling skills are a tertiary desired learning outcome of the existing curriculum.  
 
The Pedagogical Intervention 
The choral repetition technique was embedded into the pre-existing “Fluency Practice” section of 
the lesson. The standard fluency practice follows Nation’s (2001) 4-3-2 fluency building technique. 
Students are assigned listener and speaker roles. Speakers are given a prompt and have to speak 
for three minutes. Speaker-listener pairs are changed and the same speaker repeats, trying to say 
everything again in two minutes. The process is repeated lastly with one minute of allotted time. 
For the purposes of this study, backchanneling cards were prepared and distributed to the listeners 
(Appendix). After the speakers’ attention was drawn to the speaking prompt, the cards were 
distributed to the listeners and the instructor led choral repetition before the speakers’ initial turn. 
This process was repeated at the beginning of the lesson each week.  For most of the classes, the 
choral repetition was done with the first card for five consecutive lessons and five more lessons 
with the second card. The choral repetition varied in length from class to class based on student 
needs. Longer phrases such as “Can you say it again?” and phrases with difficult pronunciation 
like “Seriously?” were repeated multiple times with increasing pressure to speak faster. In some 
cases, students were exposed to up to 20 repetitions with a singular phrase. Also, most classes 
performed the choral repetition at the beginning of each lesson for the duration of the Spring 
semester and until around Lesson 10 of the second semester. A handful of classes stopped the 
choral repetition as early as Lesson 8 depending on their backchanneling performance in the 
extended discussions.    
  
Research Questions 
Three research questions were derived based on the principles of the initial activity design and its 
expected outcomes:  
RQ1:  How does choral repetition of backchannels affect the quantity of learner produced 
backchannels during extended discussions? 
RQ2:  How does choral repetition of backchannels affect the quality of learner produced 
backchannels during extended discussions? 
RQ3: How does choral repetition of backchannels affect the diversity of learner produced 
backchannels during extended discussions? 
 
METHOD  
In order to evaluate the effect of the choral repetition pedagogical intervention, the Rikkyo English 
Discussion (RED) Corpus of extended student-student conversations was utilized. The RED 
Corpus was recorded in 2014 and contains 766.42 minutes of learner-learner English discussion 
with more than 48,000 words. 12 to 14 minutes of 60 small group discussions were transcribed 
with Computerized Language Analysis (CLAN) software. 30 transcripts were taken from 
Instructor A, who utilized the choral repetition activity and 30 from Instructor B, who did not. The 
latter group serves as the control group in the present study. The corpus data can be used to 
longitudinally track use of backchannels since transcripts were done in Lessons 2, 8 and 12 of the 
first semester and Lessons 2, 8 and 12 of the second semester. The simplest way to quantitatively 
assess the use of back channels is by assigning each item to a functional category and doing a raw 
frequency account. Since the purpose of the study is to assess the effectiveness of choral repetition, 
the scope of what is being observed will be primarily restricted to the items that were presented 
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on the cards. The Instructor A group, which was subjected to the Back Channeling Choral 
Repetition activity, will be referred to as the BCCR group and the Instructor B group will be the 
Control group. 
 A number of different schemes have been suggested for categorizing backchannel 
functions: 
 
Table 1. Backchannel functional grouping schemes 
 
Duncan & Neiderhe (1974)      O’Keefe & Adolphs (2008) Cutrone (2010) 
Verbalised Signals Continuer Tokens Continuer 
Sentence Completions Convergence Tokens 
(agree/disagree) 
Understanding 
Requests for Clarification Engaged Response Tokens 
(emotive responses) 
Support/empathy 
Brief Restatements Information Receipt Tokens Agreement 
Head nods and shakes  Emotive 
  Minor Additions 
 
Drawing off of functional categories suggested by other researchers, the existing literature about 
Japanese ESL learners’ backchanneling deficiencies, and the qualitative observations of Instructor 
A and B, the choral repetition cards grouped the backchannels into four categories as a specific 
pedagogical focus from which learners might benefit most:  
 
1. Continuers (ok, right, sure, etc…) 
2. Positive Emotive (wow, really?, unbelievable, etc…) 
3. Negative Emotive (That’s too bad, Sorry to hear that, etc…) 
4. Negative Receptors (I don’t understand, Can you say it again?, etc…) 
 
Given the scope of the study, it was not feasible to evaluate each occurrence for pragmatic 
effectiveness. Nevertheless, qualitative observations by instructors and transcribers indicated that 
instances a clearly erroneous misuse of backchannels were rare if not non-existent. In addition, 
two items were not included in the corpus data due to transcription decisions.  “Oh no” and “Uh-
huh” were excluded because they use non-lexical utterances. However, qualitative observations 
by both instructors indicated that usage was not significant. 
 Using the RED Corpus data, frequency counts were tallied for each token presented on the 
Back Channeling Choral Repetition (BCCR) cards, other backchannels that were presented in the 
student text book (e.g. “I see, interesting, great, amazing, That’s terrible, Go on”), and two 





As a starting point, the raw frequency count per minute of student produced backchannels as 
drilled with the BCCR cards does not show an increasing linear progression as might have been 
expected. 
 




Figure 1.  BCCR group BCCR tokens per minute 
 
In both the Spring semester and Fall semester, frequency peaked in Lesson 8. Students’ first 
exposure to the choral repetition was in Lesson 2 of the Spring semester, which also the first time 
students are grouped for extended discussions, so a low starting point is to be expected. A dramatic 
increase in frequency in Lesson 8 also seems foreseeable as students begin to feel more familiar 
with speaking in class and more familiar with backchanneling. However, the sharp decrease in 
both the Spring and Fall semesters by almost half is somewhat surprising. Ohashi (2014) reported 
a similar peaking trend. Interestingly, the overall production in the Fall semester is lower than in 
the first semester.   
 A comparison of the total backchannels used does show a higher usage by students who 
were exposed to the BCCR activity. 
 
 
Figure 2. BCCR group and Control group total backchannels per minute (BCCR + other tokens) 
 
The production of backchannels was considerably higher in the BCCR group with the exception 
of Spring semester Lesson 12 when the Control group peaked.   
 
RQ2: Quality 
The quality of backchannels was assessed by looking at production across the four targeted 
functional categories. A comparison of use by functional category shows a moderate usage 



















































Figure 3.  Backchanneling frequency by functional category (Spring and Fall combined) 
 
In both groups, the use of Continuers far exceeds all other functional categories.  The BCCR 
group did show a relatively higher use of Positive Emotive, Negative Emotive and Negative 
Receptor tokens when viewed cumulatively. However, the proportionally low use of Negative 
Receptor and Negative Emotive tokens when viewed longitudinally raises some concerns about 
statistical significance. 
 A closer look at the longitudinal use of the BCCR group’s non-Continuer production also 
does not reflect a linear progression. 
 
Spring                                                                   Fall  
 
Figure 4.  BCCR group Longitudinal Frequency of non-Continuer BCCR tokens 
 
While the Positive Emotive tokens did show some variability mirroring the general frequency 
trend, the extremely low number of Negative Emotive and Negative Receptor tokens makes it 
difficult to establish a clear pattern. It is also worth mentioning here that every instance of the 
Negative Emotive tokens was a single utterance, “That’s too bad”, exhibiting the narrowest 
diversity of use in terms of types of all functional categories.   
 
RQ3: Diversity 
A more comprehensive picture of the variability in backchanneling tokens produced by the 
learners can be seen by looking at type and token use across both semesters.  For the purposes of 
comparability, “I see”, “Yes”, and “I understand” were included even though they were not 
presented on the BCCR cards. Qualitative observations by the instructors and transcribers of the 
data indicated that many of the learners frequently used these three backchanneling tokens before 
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Table 2. BCCR group Total Backchanneling Diversity index expressed as TTR (Type/Token Ratio) 
 
Spring Lesson 2 Lesson 8 Lesson 12 Fall Lesson 2 Lesson 8 Lesson 12 
Types 10  20 21 Types 16 18 15 
Tokens 232 603 381 Tokens 379 568 372 
TTR 0.043 0.033 0.055 TTR 0.042 0.032 0.040 
 
Table 3. Control Group Total Backchanneling Diversity index expressed as TTR (Type/Token 
Ratio) 
 
Spring Lesson 2 Lesson 8 Lesson 12 Fall Lesson 2 Lesson 8 Lesson 12 
Types 8 12 11 Types 10 13 12 
Tokens 119 321 585 Tokens 328 309 312 
TTR 0.067 0.037 0.018 TTR 0.030 0.042 0.038 
 
The raw number of different types used by the BCCR group shows promise for the BCCR activity 
promoting diversity. Both instructors’ learners show an increase in both types and tokens from 
Lesson 2 to Lesson 8. However, in Lesson 12, the variation stabilizes while the raw number of 
tokens for the BCCR group drops markedly and increases appreciably for the Control group. The 
pattern is not replicated in the Fall semester as the total number of different types tends to remain 
constant for both groups and the tokens fluctuate similarly, peaking in Lesson 8.  The most 
notable discrepancy between the two groups is that the BCCR group, which utilized the choral 
repetition, demonstrates a consistently higher variability as indicated by the amount of types. The 
TTR is wildly variable and does not appear to correlate with student performance.  For example, 
in the Control group students ostensibly improved from Lesson 2 to Lesson 12, increasing both 
types and tokens materially. However, the TTR is strikingly low in Lesson 12 of the Spring 
semester.    
 
DISCUSSION 
As a general observation based on the corpus analysis presented in this paper, it does appear that 
choral repetition of backchannels has some positive effect for the learners in this context. A 
comparison of the BCCR and Control groups (Figure 2) shows that the total production was 
noticeably higher for the BCCR group with the singular exception of Spring Lesson 12 where the 
Control group production spikes. A closer look at the corpus data shows that the rise in quantity 
was primarily due to the increased usage of a singular type, “yes”, which was used 248 times 
accounting for 42% of total production. There is a multitude of confounding variables that may 
account for this anomaly. A particular pedagogical focus on backchanneling skills may have 
motivated the students to produce more, but lacking exposure to a range of types, learners used 
“yes” as a default back channel. Another possibility is that individual learner idiosyncrasies 
influenced the data. The corpora show that of the five discussions analyzed in the Control group 
Lesson 12, 50% of all “yes” tokens occurred in one discussion and 23% of all “yes” production in 
Lesson 12 was due to one particular speaker. It is reasonable to assume that the spike was caused 
by an individual idiosyncrasy rather than a product of systemic pedagogy.   
 Multiple factors may have affected the Lesson 8 spike pattern visible in Figure 1 and Figure 
4. While the BCCR intervention appears to have been effective in Lesson 2 and Lesson 8 of both 
semesters, learner motivation and the cognitive weight of other linguistic tasks likely affected the 
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drop in Lesson 12. Lesson 12 is near the end of the semester and students may have been losing 
motivation due to being content with their grades in the class, thereby feeling they didn’t need to 
be trying so hard, feeling fatigued from the weight of their studies in general, or simply losing 
interest in the repetitive nature of practicing and producing backchannels. Also, the discussion 
classes themselves place other discourse level production demands on the learners with an increase 
in difficulty throughout the semester. For example, the initial discourse tasks such as Opinions and 
Reasons are highly achievable and carry a low cognitive load. In later lessons, the discourse tasks 
become more challenging and require more attention from the learners.   
 The relatively low use of Negative Receptors and Negative Emotives (Figure 3) is most 
likely attributed to intercultural pragmatics. Learners may simply not feel comfortable making 
speech acts which are outside their cultural expectations. Nevertheless, it stands to reason that 
even if the learners did not feel comfortable producing back channels of this nature, their receptive 
awareness may have increased through the exposure provided by the BCCR activity. 
 The diversity of types (Table 2 and Table 3) is the most tangible benefit of the BCCR 
intervention.  The exposure to different types and form focused production practice appears to 
have allowed the learners to recall and quickly reproduce a larger variety of back channels in 
spontaneous discussion. 
 While the study does indicate some potential benefits of situating choral repetition into 
CLT based classrooms, the conclusions are mitigated by several factors. First, the size of the 
corpus is not necessarily large enough to allay the effects of individual idiosyncrasies. The purpose 
of using the RED Corpus in this study was to identify general patterns in learner behavior by 
dealing with large amounts of data in aggregate. However, the spike in the Control Group’s Spring 
Lesson 12 production demonstrates that one individual’s idiosyncrasy may have been enough to 
affect the data. Second, the method of transcribing the corpora does not lend itself to back 
channeling analysis effectively without analyzing each token in context. Again looking at the 
Spring Lesson 12 anomaly and focusing in on one individual speaker, there a many instances of 
repeat “yes” and “yeah” tokens that seem to be performing a singular discourse purpose. 
 
 *MS4: if [/] if I can speak [/] speak the language [/] language completely 
 <I can> [/] I can fit the [//] my [//] me in the culture the nation. 
 *FS1: yes. 
 *FS1: yes. 
 *FS1: yeah. 
 *FS1: yeah. 
 *FS1: yeah. 
 
The above selection was counted as two types and five tokens. Even if *FS1 was coded as one 
continuous speaking turn, it would appear as two types and five tokens in the frequency count.  
Because the current study was taking a broader look at backchanneling performance in general, it 
was not feasible to examine each instance in detail. Another variable that needs to be addressed is 
the effect of proficiency. The BCCR group and Control group were not composed of learners with 
exactly same proficiency level. Lastly, the significance of the findings is limited because statistical 
analysis was not done on the data. 
 
CONCLUSION 
The findings of the study tend to indicate some learner benefits for incorporating choral repetition 
into CLT based classrooms focused on oral production and fluency. However, more research needs 
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to be done. A larger corpus would help dilute the effects of individual idiosyncrasies. Future 
studies can zero in on how student production is affected by the amount and quality of choral 
repetition with other linguistic features. Also, backchanneling can be better understood by more 
studies concerning diversity, functional use, learner proficiency variables, gender differences, and 
other confounding variables. 
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                               English Reactions                                              
 
相づちを打つ時 驚いた時 同情する時 繰り返してほし
い時 
OK Really? That’s too bad One more time 
Right No way Sorry to hear 
that 
Can you say it 
again? 
Sure Wow That’s no good I don’t 
understand 
Uh-huh Seriously? Oh no Tell me more 




                               English Reactions   II                                           
 
相づちを打つ時 驚いた時 同情する時 繰り返してほし
い時 
I’m Listening Unreal That’s a shame Sorry? 
And… You’re kidding Unlucky What? 
Of Course What!? Tough Break I didn’t catch 
that 
cool No way! That sucks What do you 
mean? 
   I don’t get it 
 
